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Wow, what a story, what a miracle! 

Who would you say is the hero of this miraculous healing story?  Let's see.  How many 

would vote for Elisha the prophet?  Elisha does seems an obvious candidate, doesn't he?  It is 

he, after all, who provides the cure to Namaan's leprosy, that loathsome disease, the AIDS of its 

day, that the rabbis said only God could cure.   Elisha really was a hero.  As we learn elsewhere 

in the book of Kings, he could make ax-heads float on rivers.  He could multiply loaves.  He 

could raise a child from the dead.  And now he heals a leper.  Almost sounds like Jesus.  Imagine 

a pastor doing those things in a church around here.  He'd be a hero, and his would be a 

thriving megachurch for sure.  

Or, maybe the hero of our story is Namaan, the one who is cured.  Namaan was already 

a hero--a great man--"a mighty warrior," our text says--winning his country's battles, including 

this conquering Israel.   But what made Namaan really great, I think, was something else.  That 

was his humility.  This great commander, standing erect in brilliant starched uniform, chest full 

of medals, stoops to listen to a weird counter-cultural Israelite prophet who has the air of a 

snake oil salesman.  That's a huge step down for a man like Namaan, and it doesn't come easily.  

When Elisha orders him to dip seven times in the river Jordan to cure his leprosy, Namaan 

balks.  "What!" he cries.  "Why, if this is man a prophet, he should come out here and say abra-

cadabra and snap his fingers and cure me like THAT!  Wash myself in that Israelite river?  HA, 

what a joke.  We have far better rivers back home I could wash in!"   

But finally Namaan, the one used to giving orders, follows Elisha's order, and humbles 

himself.  He dips himself in Elisha's river seven times.  And--behold--it works, he is healed of his 

leprosy.  Is Namaan a hero?  I think so.  He's a hero because he swallows his great pride, and 

becomes humble.  Indeed, he's a model of spirituality in my books, someone like Abraham, who 

obeys God, even though he has serious doubts.    

So which is it, the hero of the story?  Elisha or Namaan?   You know what?  For me, it is 

neither.  For me, the real hero is s a she.  Did you catch her name?  I didn't either.  For you see, 

the hero, or heroine, of this story does not have a name.  She plays the pivotal role, but she is 

well in the background, nearly invisible, an anonymous "extra" on the set.  Our heroine is the 

unnamed "little maid" Namaan and his troops had captured. 

The storyteller mentions her only in passing:  "Now the Syrians on one of their raids had 

carried off a little maid from the land of Israel."  No doubt one of hundreds, maybe thousands, 

they had captured.   Can we imagine what it might have been like, to be a little maid taken 

away to slavery by an invading army?  I think of those 276 school girls in northern Nigeria who 

were kidnapped by the radical Islamist group Boko Haram over a year ago.  We prayed for them 

in this place, but they're still missing.  I'll bet that some of those girls have become like this little 

maid, servants in the households of the soldiers.  One can imagine the horror and fear this 

nameless little maid must have felt as she was hauled away from her homeland, maybe subject 



to brutality and degradation at the hands of her captors, perhaps crying out to a God who 

doesn't seem to hear her prayers. 

And this helpless little maid winds up as a servant to the wife of the great man Namaan. 

And it is she who holds the key to the miraculous climax of this story.  Do you remember why?    

"She said to her mistress, 'Would that my lord were with the prophet who is in Samaria!  He 

would cure him of his leprosy."  She puts a bug in Mrs. Namaan's  ear, that the great man with 

his terrible secret should go look up Elisha.  I wonder why she would do that.  She could have 

just kept quiet, and said, "HA!  Let Namaan suffer from his leprosy.  Serves him right!  He 

deserves it for capturing me."  But she doesn't.  Instead, she says, "Tell him to go find Elisha.  

Elisha will heal him."  Why does she do that?  Maybe because this nameless maid is a 

compassionate girl.  Like Jesus, she loves even her enemies.  And maybe because she has held 

onto the faith in the God she left behind in her distant homeland, and trusts that that God, 

through his servant Elisha, can cure this great enemy commander.  And this young nameless 

slave girl's compassion, and her faithfulness to her God, even in slavery, become the vehicle for 

Naaman's salvation.    

We hear no more of this little maid, after those two verses.  Did she ever make it back to 

Israel?  Did she marry, have children, and die in the foreign land of Syria?   We don't know.  

She's not important, she's insignificant, a social nobody.  But what a difference this little, utterly 

marginal, maid made, in bring healing to a great man in desperate need, and in testifying to the 

power of God. 

History is full of heroes whose praises we sing--brave soldiers, Nobel Prize-winning 

scientists, brilliant sports stars like Wayne Gretzky, selfless saints like Mother Teresa--great 

ones for whom statues are erected, and who earn multi-million dollar salaries, and whose 

photos become covers for magazines.   

And then, history also has a lot of unsung heroes, persons rarely mentioned or 

forgotten, whose contributions are just as vital as the great people's but who get no glory.  

Have you heard of Henry Woodward & Mathew Evans?  What a pity, because we rely on them 

every day, and especially every night.  Woodard and Evans were Canadians.  In 1874 they filed a 

patent for an electric light bulb that actually worked.  Their invention looked promising, but 

they had one little problem – they were broke.  So they sold the patent to a man named 

Thomas Edison.  You've heard of him, right?  Edison took credit for Woodward and Evans' 

design, modified it, and "invented" electric light bulb that we all know, love and use today.  

Edison is famous, Woodward and Evans are pretty much forgotten.  But without them, Edison 

might never have achieved his glory. 

 What about a man named Frank Willis, have you heard of him?  How many have heard 

of Watergate?  Watergate is the name of a hotel and office complex in Washington, DC.  It's 

also the name given to the chain of scandals that brought down President Richard Nixon in 

1974.  Who was Frank Willis?  He was a lowly black security guard in the Watergate office 

building.  In the middle of the night of June 17, 1972, he noticed a strip of tape over a door 

latch which was keeping the door unlocked. Being conscientious, he called the police, who 

came and arrested 5 intruders in the office of the Democratic Party.  They had been sent there 

under the authority of aides to President Nixon.  What if Frank Willis had not done his job that 

night?  Nixon's abuses of power might never have come to light.  If you read about Watergate 



today, you'll get lots of stories about all the great and powerful persons around President 

Nixon.  And maybe you'll get a sentence about Frank Willis.  Willis died broke and in obscurity in 

2000, probably like that little maid.  But it was thanks to him that the dominos of the Watergate 

scandal began to tumble.

Unsung heroes.  The Bible, too, has quite a few of them, in addition to our nameless 

little maid.  For example, we all know about Moses, the great giver of the law, who led Israel 

out of bondage.  But do we know about Shiphrah and Puah?  Who's heard of them?  They were 

the Hebrew midwives, ordered by Pharaoh to kill all the male children they delivered.  They 

disobeyed, and let the little boys live.  And guess what, one of them came to be named Moses.  

What if these midwives had done what they were told?  There would have been no Moses, who 

the Bible calls "the greatest prophet in Israel."  But we don't think much about Shipra and Puah, 

who risked their lives to assure that he would live. 

And we know about certain disciples of Jesus, like Peter, James, John, even Judas.  For 

different reasons, they are celebrity material.  But there were other disciples, too.  Do we know 

about Andrew?  I can't recall ever being taught any Bible stories about them in Sunday School.   

He's  one of those silent, steady disciples, perhaps an introvert, never making a splash, but who 

is always there with Jesus, always around. Like someone who always comes to church, does 

ordinary tasks, faithfully contributes to the budget, just the grease in the hidden crevices which 

lubricates the visible wheel, but who never gets the limelight.   

And then there's the great Apostle Paul, outspoken, extroverted personality, oversized 

ego, usually in center stage.  Indeed, a hero of the faith.  But do we know Aristarchus?  He's 

mentioned only in passing in two of Paul's letters as sharing a prison cell with Paul.  I wonder 

what acts of obedience brought him to prison. We don't know.  But might his costly obedience, 

from God's point of view, have been as great or greater even than Paul's, the hero who rambles 

around garnering the headlines and writing the letters that we read today?   

Those unsung heroes and saints are so important.  Once in a class on Mennonite history 

I took at seminary, one of the female students got into a wrangle with the professor by insisting 

that Mrs. Menno Simons should be as worthy of distinction as the great Menno himself.  After 

all, it took a woman who kept the home fires burning for Menno to be able to do his thing, 

didn't it?  The professor wasn't so sure they were equal in greatness.  But who's to say...how 

many pastors--maybe like a Bishop Coffman at The First Mennonite Church of Vineland--have 

been able to make great contributions, and a name for themselves, only because behind them 

stood, and sometimes suffered, a faithful--and often quiet--wife? 

When history is finished, and God hands out awards, I have a hunch there will be more 

than a few surprises.  I would expect that a heavenly award will go to that GM worker in St. 

Thomas, Ontario a few years ago who stayed fifteen minutes after work, on his own time, to 

repair a defective machine so that the worker on the next shift would not get injured.  I doubt 

there was a company gold watch for him...if anything, he probably got in trouble with his union. 

 I fully expect an award to be given to that bush pastor in Democratic Republic of Congo, 

whose name I've long forgotten, who once quenched my parched throat and revived my weary 

bones with steaming sugared tea after a long walk through the forest.  

Yes, Elisha and Namaan,  Moses and David,  Peter and Paul,  Mother Teresa and Billy 

Graham are among the spiritual "greats."  And they have had their renown, and reward, and 



usually deserve them.  And then we have Puah and Shiprah, and Nympha, and Andrew who was 

always there, and Mrs. Menno, and Tom and Dick and Harry and Jane and Jill and Sue--and, oh 

yes, our little unnamed maid in Naaman's house--those ordinary persons who don't call 

attention to themselves, who rarely if ever get any glory, but who just go about their lives doing 

their work well, and showing small kindnesses, and stepping out in acts of faith.  And whose 

small acts, like telling Namaan's wife to tell the great man to go to Samaria and look up Elisha, 

can have deep and far-reaching consequences.   

The great English poet John Milton wrote a poem called "On his blindness."  It's most 

famous line is this:  "They, too, serve him, who only stand and wait."   Thank God for those 

unsung saints among us, like our little maid.  And for those countless others who do unheralded 

deeds, and maybe just stand--or sit in a chair in a nursing home--and wait.  May they be heroes 

for you and me.  For they are truly the salt of the earth, the leaven in the lump, the light of the 

world.  And in God's time, they shall surely have their reward.  

 

 


